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Writing in 1903, Thomas Codrington commented, 'Little is known of Roman roads to 
the north of Lancaster' (1903, 120). A century later, much the same could have been 
said, because a road towards Watercrook has been stubborn in giving up its secrets. 
South of Lancaster, the line of the roads from Walton-le-Dale and Ribchester is 
known to approach via Burrow Heights (Shotter and White 1990, 49). Roads are 
known or suspected on either side of the Lune heading north-east, and a probable 
Roman road has recently been tracked via Littledale to Ingleton (Horsfield 1998). As 
a boy growing up in Bolton-le-Sands, I was aware that a Roman road 'should' exist in 
the area, as it would make sense to expect a direct route between the forts of Lancaster 
and Watercrook (Kendal), but the route remained a mystery. 

At long last, indications of the possible line of this route are emerging. Robert and 
John Entwistle have walked a good deal of the country through which the road should 
pass and are appreciative of the support given by the archaeological officers of 
Lancashire, Cumbria and The Lake District National Park. Special thanks must go to 
Peter Iles, Specialist Archaeology Advisor for Lancashire County Council, who has 
been unstinting in the provision of information, advice and support. 

At a number of key points, traces of old road or suggestive alignments have been 
identified. Without archaeological investigation, they cannot be proved to be Roman 
or even parts of the same road, but it is the argument of this article that enough has 
emerged to indicate an overall route, most particularly between Bolton-le-Sands and 
Cam forth. 

In summary, and subject to correction as more fragments emerge, the route seems to 
be based around two long alignments: from Slyne to Heronsyke (Burton in Kendal), 
and from Burton to Natland (Fig 1 ). Short connecting sections are assumed between 
Heronsyke and Burton, and Natland and Watercrook. The connection between 
Lancaster and Slyne is dealt with later in this article. 

LANCASTER AND WATERCROOK 

There has been no conclusive proof that this road ever existed, although on the 
grounds of probability, a road linking the forts of Lancaster and Watercrook has been 
considered highly likely (Shorter 1973, 48). Watercrook was the gateway to the Lake 
District, an area closely policed by the military in early Roman times, although by the 
third and fourth centuries there may have been periods when the fort was without a 
garrison (Potter 1979, 356ff). The fort was in a unique position in a loop of the River 
Kent, its Roman name almost certainly Mediobogdum or Medibogdo - literally 'fort 
in the middle of the bend'. That name, previously thought to refer to Hardknott fort, is 
now believed to belong at Watercrook, where it is far more appropriate (Shotter 2004, 
68). 

Surprisingly few original names of Roman sites are known from the indisputable 
evidence of inscriptions and have to be assigned from lists of known names, handed 
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down from antiquity in a number of key sources, and then attributed to the various 
sites by a process of deduction (Smith 1997, 3 72). Thus the Roman name of Lancaster 
itself is still a matter of debate, although the need to find a route between Lancaster 

and Watercrook is not. 
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Figure 1: Map showing segments of old road discovered, and possible linking 
alignments, Lancaster to Watercrook 

12 



PUBLISHED INFORMATION ON THE ROUTE 

Evidence for the route out of Lancaster, often quoted in the literature, is an altar (RIB 
600), dedicated to the god Ja/onus Contrebis, found close to Folly Farm a mile north 
of Lancaster (Shotter and White 1990, 58). The altar is significant in referring to a 
local god who may well have drawn his name from the river Lune itself and given his 
name to Lancaster - possibly !alone or Alone (Smith 1997, 375). Shotter argues that 
the altar was set up by a retired veteran on his farm close to the fort where he had 
served, but prefers the name Galacum for Lancaster (Shotter and White 1990, 15). 

Shotter and White suggest that the road passed through Standerlands, Slyne and 
Bolton-le-Sands, on the basis of a number of Roman objects found. There has so far 
been no certainty about any part of the road, although it has been one of the great 
entertainments of those tempted to speculation to draw superficially compelling 
straight lines on the map. 

LACK OF EVIDENT TRACES 

The road has disappeared from modern view with remarkable completeness. Typical 
evidence of a Roman road is the swell of land, or agger, upon which many roads ran 
to raise them above the surrounding terrain. Sadly, this is not so far evident in the area 
north of Lancaster. Ploughing has no doubt had a major impact, and it may also be 
that this particular road was built without any considerable agger in the first place. 

Also typical of Roman roads in the modern landscape are straight stretches of modern 
road or track that can be linked with the eye or ruler, but examples of this to the north 
of Lancaster are similarly hard to find. The same is true of convincing tracks, 
hedgerows and parish boundaries, which are other accepted markers (Hoskins 1982, 
140-2), although some instances are described below. 

It would seem likely that in post-Roman or early-medieval times much of such an old 
road would have disappeared from the landscape, except where it had a valid local 
function. From the fifth century, the periodic raids of Irish pirates may well have been 
a problem. Perhaps the lack of strong central government reduced the need for long
distance communications. In AD 400, a panegyric upon the general, Stilicho, depicted 
Britannia as declaring 'the Scots had raised all Ireland against me and the sea foamed 
under hostile oars'. Some two decades later, the story of St Patrick shows Irish pirates 
still to have been active (Salway 1982, 429, 462). In due course, the North West 
became disputed territory between the Celtic kingdoms in Wales to the south, 
Strathclyde to the north and the growing power of Northumbria; during parts of the 
tenth century, the area lay uncomfortably between the Viking kingdoms of Dublin and 
York (Stenton 1971, 78, 360). For many years there may have been little need for 
much beyond local village tracks that respected contours rather more than some 
Roman roads. When security and the need for long-distance communications grew 
once more in medieval times, parts of the route had to be re-established. 

GEOGRAPHICAL PARAMETERS 

In fact, location of the long-lost route is not quite so hopeless as it might first seem. 
Knowing that the line must head eventually towards Kendal imposes its own 
parameters. Once north of Camforth, physical geography becomes a significant issue 
that Roman surveyors could not have ignored. Until the eighteenth century, great 
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areas of 'mossland' or bog blocked any direct route. The evidence is still to be seen on 
modern Ordnance Survey maps, where the distinctive lines of drainage channels and 
frequent 'moss' names continue to abound. There have been two schools of thought 
on the route taken even in medieval times: the western via Beetham and the eastern 
via Burton (Hindle 1984, 49-61 ). The tendency has been to consider the western route 
the historical one, following a difficult line around the eastern edge of the Arnside 
hills to Beetham, where there is some evidence of Roman activity (Smith 1997, 378). 

The view of this author is that this was not the principal route in Roman times, and 
perhaps not in medieval times either. The line via Burton is simpler and easier, 
travelling through a corridor of firm ground between mossland to the west and crags 
to the east. In addition to the arguments of geography, one piece of medieval evidence 
gives good support. A remarkable map of Britain survives in Oxford from the 
fourteenth century; the Gough Map shows roads and towns throughout the country 
(Hindle 1982, 1 7). Although schematic and not drawn to any exact scale, the line that 
represents the route from Lancaster to Kendal clearly leaves Beetham well to the 
west, which thus favours the line via Burton. 

If the Roman road takes this eastern line to Watercrook, then it is forced through the 
Holme-Burton corridor, in places less than a mile wide. This necessity places 
constraints on where evidence for the road may be sought. 

NEW INDICATIONS: THE LINE NORTH OF SLYNE 

The first tangible evidence for the road out of Lancaster comes from Bolton-le-Sands, 
although there is little enough to be seen on the ground. The farmer at Dale Barns 
Farm, who has land spanning between the A6 and M6, has been generous in sharing 
knowledge of his land (Fig 2). He is aware that a long strip running across his fields 
rejects the plough, the plough share biting into whitish stone. He has long assumed 
that this represents the remains of some old road. At its southern end, the strip runs 
into something of a terrace along the western base of the hill, Inglebreck. As yet, there 
is no evidence that this presumed road is Roman in origin, but it seems independent of 
modern roads and takes a line east of north which could be projected back towards 
Slyne, no more than half a mile away. It would fit well with Shorter and White's 
suggestion of a route via Stander lands to Slyne (1990, 50). The line as understood by 
the farmer runs for half a mile across his land and has not previously been recorded. 
For convenience, it will be termed the 'Dale Barns road'. 

At the points where the plough has encountered obstruction, there is little or nothing 
to be seen at ground level. However, the general direction is north-north-east and 
projects remarkably well to 'Deerslet Road' some five miles further on, which takes 
the line in towards Burton. More locally, other indications emerge within a quarter of 
a mile once the projected line crosses Bolton Lane. 

HA WKSHEAD AND THW AITE GATE 

For this section, the lst Edition Ordnance Survey map (1:10,560, 1848) is more 
revealing than modern maps. The entrance drive to Hawkshead (now known as 
Hawksheads) from Bolton Lane runs on the projected line for some 80 yards. At this 
point, the nineteenth-century lane took a 90° tum right then left to avoid the high 
ground of Hawkshead wood, whereas the modem driveway observes the contours 
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Figure 2: Map of Bolton-le-Sands showing the route of 'Dale Barns Road' andfield 
boundaries. Information is recorded from Mr Whittaker of Dale Barns Farm. The 

map is based upon Google Earth 
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round the high ground on its west side. Whatever line was taken onwards by the 
Roman road, it would have continued over the 'Thwaite' area, avoiding the former 
Thwaite Tarn, until ultimately descending to the Carnforth levels. If it followed the 
Slyne-Heronsyke alignment strictly, it would have to descend a steep slope upon 
reaching this point, perhaps by zig-zag. There is no obvious sign of this on the 
ground. 

The Romans seem to have adopted an alternative strategy to avoid the difficulty, 
swinging north to find an easier route while still over a mile short of the Carnforth 
levels. At SD 494 689, where the alignment crosses the parish boundary, evidence 
begins of a former straight track, half a mile long, heading north down to what is now 
the A6 entering Carnforth. Evidence for its beginning is most clearly seen on the 1 st 
Edition OS map (1: 10,560, 1848) as a continuous hedgerow line extending for a 
quarter of a mile from the parish boundary to Thwaite House Farm. That line could 
originally have started a little further south, where the 1848 map shows a curious 
bump in the field boundary close to Highfield Lane. A similar bump in a field 
boundary next to the former Thwaite Tarn Wood may mark the line back towards the 
Hawkshead driveway. 

From Thwaite House Farm northward, the straight track becomes the modern drive 
(and bridleway) from the farm for a quarter of a mile to Thwaite Gate. Where the 
drive turns to cross the canal, the track no doubt once continued through Thwaite Gate 
Farm towards the modern main road into Carnforth. The A6 may conceivably be on 
the line of the Roman road at this point: it is no more than a quarter of a mile west of 
the prime alignment and parallel to it. 

DEERSLET ROAD 

Beyond the further side of the Carnforth levels, approaching Burton from the south, 
there is a well-defined terrace recorded on the Cumbria Historic Environment Record 
(HER 2532). It runs across the front of Deerslet Farm on a north-north-easterly 
bearing, then fades out at the modem Carnforth-Burton road near Heronsyke. Both 
this terrace and the Dale Barns road are on the same north-north-east bearing as the 
connecting alignment (Fig 1 ), which links Hawkshead and the start of the Thwaite 
Gate track. 

Across the Carnforth levels, that alignment runs close to the modern A6/ A6070 
(nineteenth-century turnpike in origin), although the actual route will have depended 
upon the marshiness or otherwise of this low-lying land in Roman times. On reaching 
Tewitfield, the alignment climbs Buckstone Hill, then once more becomes an existing 
track past the Buck Stone itself (an impressively large granite boulder) until finally 
joining with the Deerslet terrace just before Heronsyke. 

Remarkably, the track past the Buck Stone, and probably Deerslet terrace itself, was 
part of the main road up the west of England as recently as the early nineteenth 
century. Ogilby's London to Carlisle strip map of 1675 marks the Buck Stone by the 
side of the road and Greenwood's map of 1818 has the road still on this route. 
Nevertheless, by 1848, the I st Edition OS map (I: I 0,560) shows this o Id road to be 
no longer continuous between the Buck Stone and Heronsyke, having been replaced 
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by the new turnpike road (the modem A6070), which loops round the hill rather than 
crossing it. 

This long alignment must have ended near Heronsyke, as its line would have had to 
swing north to avoid encountering the hills and crags to the east of Burton and Holme. 
Thus the line of the road should approximate to the modem road into Burton. 

THE LINE TOWARDS WATERCROOK 

The second suggested long alignment is of seven and a half miles (Fig 1) and links 
Burton and Natland (less than a mile from Watercrook fort). The churches of Natland 
and Burton form convenient endpoints to a line that follows a straight minor road for 
over half a mile past Low Barrow Green. The importance of this alignment will, like 
the last, be proved or disproved by future study, but it has persuasive features. It 
passes the suggestive place-names of Lane Farm and Lane Hill, and the ford at 
Stainton (place-name element 'stone'). Most significantly, at the entry of the line to 
Natland, fieldwork shows the barely perceptible swell of an agger not previously 
observed (SD 521 888), heading in the direction of the church. 

At the Burton end, a road directly on this alignment is unlikely due to ancient 
mossland in the area, but a route initially following the edge of the valley (in common 
with the modem road) does not depart far from it. It is possible that such a route 
linked up with another Roman road in the region of Wath (that is, Ford) Sutton (SD 
529 826), south of Milton. 

There a road, apparently from the fort at Burrow-in-Lonsdale (called Over Borrow in 
Figure 1 ), seems to have struck up from the south-east. It is known below Newbiggin 
Crags along Puddlemire Lane, and there is a trace of an apparent agger at Wath 
Sutton, itself recorded in the Cumbria Historic Environment Record (HER 16742). 
The Burrow road is not known beyond this point but it would be logical for it to join 
the Lancaster road on the Burton-Natland alignment for the remaining five miles to 
Watercrook. 

LANCASTER TO SLYNE 

The final section of this article returns to the very start of the route: the puzzle of the 
connecting link between Slyne and Lancaster. The most direct line approximates to 
the A6, which runs fairly straight north-south as far as Skerton, then across Ryelands 
Park. An appropriately placed bridge over the Lune could have linked to the civil 
settlement in Roman times and probably the main road from the south (Shotter and 
White 1995, 59). Unfortunately, no evidence has so far emerged of a Roman road or 
bridge on this line. 

There is, however, an alternative. If the alignment from Heronsyke to Slyne is 
continued for another mile it reaches Folly Bridge I Folly Farm (Fig I). Although this 
might seem to be going too far west, there is evidence of Roman activity in the area, 
with potential links to the south bank of the Lune. 

Folly Farm has drawn attention as a possible point on the route north from Lancaster, 
because of the Ja/onus Contrebis altar found there (Shotter and White 1990, 50), as 
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discussed above (p 13). In addition, there are significant nineteenth-century references 
to Roman roads hereabouts. 

Codrington, in his respected Roman Roads in Britain (1903, 120), comments on an 
excavation undertaken some 20 years earlier: 

'Little is known of Roman roads to the north of Lancaster. A paving of 
cobbles, grouted with lime, four to four and a half yards wide, was dug up in 
1882 for a length of 130 to 140 yards, which pointed to Scaleford, on the river 
Lune'. 

Scale Ford is marked on the 1 st Edition (1848) 1: 10,560 OS map and was located just 
downstream of St George's Quay. Although the exact site of the reported excavation 
has been lost, the road fragment should be on the north side of the Lune heading 
towards the ford, reasonably close to the river, probably in a rough north-south 
orientation. A line heading towards Folly Farm would fit well. 

Close to Folly Farm, there is a second nineteenth-century reference to a Roman road 
having been unearthed. Some time before 1821, a section of road was revealed close 
to the bridge south of the farm (Whitaker 1823, 219; HER 2540). If that is considered 
in the expectation of a road approaching from the Slyne direction and heading towards 
Scale Ford, then the Folly Farm access road provides a promising line. Study of the 
1 st Edition OS 1 :2500 map ( 1893) suggests a possible line linking the field boundary 
immediately north-east of the farm and the access road below Folly Cottage. This 
would take the road just east of the farm and bridge and would fit with the pre-1821 
record. 

Codrington's evidence (above) invites consideration of Scale Ford as a Roman 
crossing of the river, even though that is further west than the most usually favoured 
sites (Shotter and White 1995, 61). The ford would seem to be of some antiquity, as 
The Victoria History of the County of Lancaster (Farrer and Brownbill 1914, 13) 
identifies it with the earlier Priestwath, which itself contains the Scandinavian place
name element wath (ford). If the crossing was in use at some point during the Roman 
period, that would explain such a circuitous approach to Lancaster via Folly Farm. 
Watery Lane (SD 467 632), which appears on the 1 st Edition OS map (1848, 
1: 10,560) as an unnamed field access track, would provide a possible link. A Roman 
artefact was reputedly found there (HER 2753). 

To the south of the river, the most natural line from the ford to the fort would be to the 
west gate, on a line approximating to Long Marsh Lane. There is some evidence of 
civil settlement outside the western flank of the fort (Shotter and White 1995, 26), 
although it is the east and north gates which have been regarded as of greatest 
significance. 

It is worth noting in conclusion that a road heading from Lancaster to Folly Farm need 
not necessarily have originated as a road to Watercrook. Such a line could equally 
lead to the coast somewhere in the region of Red Bank, suggested by Shatter and 
White (1990, 50) as the start of an Oversands route across Morecambe Bay. Such a 
route might have been of importance even before construction of the fort at 
Watercrook, now regarded as late Flavian in date (Shatter 2004, 67). 
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SUMMARY 

We must accept that the available evidence is not yet sufficiently complete to provide 
proof of an entire Roman route from Lancaster to Watercrook, although the evidence 
for certain sections is strongly suggestive. The segments of road identified, when 
linked to the geographical realities of the region and proposed alignments, form a case 
which invites further investigation or challenge. The obscurity that has for so long 
enshrouded this route would seem at last to be lifting. 
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